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Is The American Family Growing Larger? 


The birth rate of the United 
States increased 30% between 1933 
and 1943. From this it might ap- 
pear that the size of the American 
family is growing larger. However, 
that does not seem to be the case. 

The increase in the birth rate 
may be attributed almost entirely 
to the rise in the marriage rate and 
to the increase of one- and two- 
child families among young mar- 
ried couples. 


During the first four years of 
the great economic depression 1930- 
33 there accumulated a deficit in 
marriages of nearly 800,000 below 


the normal trend. From 1933 to 
1941 this large deficit was com- 
pletely erased, and in 1942 the up- 
ward trend brought the marriage 
rate to an all-time high. The fol- 
lowing year the United States had 
the largest baby crop in its his- 
tory when more than 3,000,000 
babies were born. 

Additional evidence that the in- 
crease in the birth rate was due 
almost wholly to the rise in the 
matriage rate and to the increase 
of one- and two-child families is 
found in the Census Bureau’s re- 
cords for Ist, 2nd, 3rd, and 4th or 
more births in the family. 


From 1933 to 1940, Ist births to 
native white women _ increased 
25%, 2nd births increased 1914%, 
3rd births merely held their own, 
and 4th births decreased 1414%. 

During the war years 1941 to 
1943, when the birth rate for all 
women in the reproductive age in- 
creased 22%, there was an increase 
all along the line from first to 
seventh births. First births in- 
creased 21%, 2nd births 31%, 3rd 
births 27%, 4th births 1914%, 5th 
births 1114%, 6th and 7th births 
3%. Eighth births and over de- 
creased 3%. 


These increases in 4th to 7th 
births from 1940 to 1943 should 
not lead one to imagine that the 
size of the family is getting larger 
or that America has adopted the 
four-child family pattern. The de- 
crease in 4th births has been steady 
since 1920, and the rate for 5th 
births and over has practically 
been cut in half. 

Also the above percentage in- 
creases in 4th births and over do 
not mean as much as they might 
suggest because the actual number 
of births in these categories is 
small compared with Ist and 2nd 
births. For instance, in 1943 the 
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rate for 4th births per 1,000 women 
was 5 compared with 32 for Ist 
births and 17 for 2nd births. 


Practical Implications 


Some may jump to the conclusion 
that because the size of the family 
is decreasing the American people 
are headed for the last roundup. 
However, the above records show 
that the birth rate can increase at 
the same time that the size of the 
family is decreasing. Furthermore, 
the Government’s estimate of an 
increase in population from 132 
million in 1940 to 165 million in 
1990 assumes that there will be a 
decrease in the birth-rate of about 
one-fourth. 

Another factor to be considered 
is the marriage rate. If a larger 
proportion of the population is 
married, the population can in- 
crease just as fast or even faster 
with medium-sized families. And a 
larger proportion of our popula- 
tion has been getting married 
since statistics became available in 
1890. The percentage of our pnp- 
ulation married has _ increased 
more than 9% during the last half 
century. 

Another factor to be considered 
is the decrease in the death rate, 
especially the decreases in the in- 
fant and maternal mortality rates. 
Less than half as many babies die 
before their first birthday as in 
1915, and also less than half as 
many mothers die as a result of 
childbirth as 30 years ago. During 
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this interval the infant mortality 
rate has decreased from 100 to 40 
per 1,000 births. When fewer ba- 
bies die, fewer births are required 
to reproduce the race. 

Associated with the decrease in 
the death rate is the greatly in- 
creased length of life of the aver- 
age American. Expectation of life 
at birth since 1900 for white per- 
sons has increased roughly from 50 
to 65 years, or 30%; for colored 
the increase has been roughly from 
34 to 55 years, or 62%. 

Besides the advantages of lower 
infant and maternal mortality 
rates and longer length of life that 
has accompanied the trend toward 
smaller families, there are certain 
other values to be considered. 
When the reproduction of the rac 
is accomplished via a large num- 
ber of medium-sized families rath- 
er than via a relatively small num- 
ber of large families, the pleasures 
and responsibilities of rearing the 
Nation’s children are more evenly 
distributed among the adult popu- 
lation, the children can be sup- 
ported more adequately, and a 
larger number of separate farnily 
units stimulates business activity 
and makes for more stable econom- 
ic and social conditions. 


Nothing said in this study should 
lead one to imagine that a further 
increase in marriage or a longer 
length of life is likely to increase 
the birth rate or prevent our pop- 
ulation from becoming stabilized 
within about 50 years. @ 
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Mothers Having Babies at Younger Ages 


Our grandmothers can remem- 
ber the time when American wom- 
en had a good proportion of their 
babies after the age of 40. But 
today the birth rate for women 
over that age is only half as high 
as it was in 1918 when Census 
Bureau records became available. 
In contrast, the birth rate for 
young women 15-19 increased one- 
third. 


All along the line from the age 
group 45-49 to the young age 
group 15-19, the trend has been 
toward younger mothers. For in- 
stance, the birth rate for women 
aged 35-39 decreased more than 
one-third. The rate for 30-34-year- 
old women decreased one-fifth. 
Even the rate for women 25-29 
slid off 8%. (But this was a rela- 
tive gain, as the rate for all women 
in the reproductive age group de- 
creased 12%.) In 1943, the birth 
rate for women 20-24 was about 
the same as it was in 1918. 


It appears that if the trend in the 
age at which women have their 
babies continues, practically all 
the baby crop of the Nation may 
eventually be born to women be- 
low the age of 30 or 35. 


It might be asked whether this 
trend is “good” or “bad.” It would 
appear that it is distinctly favor- 
able. Some of the results may be 
seen in the rapid drop in the infant 


and maternal mortality rates men- 
tioned in the foregoing study. Of 
course, most of the decreases in 
death rates among mothers and 
babies are probably due to ad- 
vancement in medical science, but 
medical records themselves show 
that the most healthful age for 
mothers to have babies is below the 
age of 30. 


As the foregoing study indicates, 
the trend is away from the large 
family and toward the medium- 
sized family with two or three chil- 
dren, and it is quite possible for 
three children to be born to women 
aged 18 to 29 inclusive and be well 
spaced. 


If practically all women had 
two or three children (it now 
takes 2.2 children to replace the 
population), the indications are 
that this alone would further re- 
duce the death rates to mothers 
and babies. Unless the powerful 
and long-term trends are modified 
considerably, this is just what is 
likely to happen as human beings 
gain increasing control over the 
function of the reproduction of the 
race. 


Besides helping to reduce the in- 
fant and maternal mortality rates, 
these trends seem likely to afford 
women a greater opportunity to 
become active in the general af- 
fairs of the nation. 
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U.S.S.R. and Puerto Rico Increasing Fastest 


The U. S. S. R. and Puerto Rico 
head the list of 38 countries of the 
world as far as population increase 
is concerned. With recent natural 
increase rates, births over deaths, 
these two countries could double 
their populations about every 30 
years. 


For the latest pre-war period for 
which statistics are available, the 
U. S. S. R. had an excess of births 
over deaths per 1,000 population 
per year of 2314. Puerto Rico ran 
a close second with a rate of 20. 


Little is known about the vital 
statistics of Russia since 1935, but 
the natural increase rate _ for 
Puerto Rico increased from 20 to 
23.2 for the period 1941-43. 


To make a comparison of these 
rates with those of certain other 
countries for the pre-war period, 
we might mention that the rate 
for the United States was 6.1, Ger- 
many 7.5, Italy 9.3, India 11.5, and 
Japan 12.5. Only Egypt, Jamaica, 
and the Philippines could give the 
U. S. S. R. and Puerto Rico any 
serious competition, with rates of 
16.0, 15.7, and 15.4, respectively. 


From the very low levels of liv- 
ing in Russia and Puerto Rico, one 
might ask if either country war- 
rants such a speedy increase in 
population? It would appear that 
neither country warrants an in- 
crease rate higher than that of the 
United States. 


If Puerto Rico explodes in pop- 
ulation it may cause little disturb- 
ance in world politics and only the 
inhabitants of that island may suf- 
fer. But if Russia’s already huge 
population explodes into a pro- 
gram of territorial expansion, this 
could shake world civilization to 
its foundations. It would therefore 
appear to promote the cause of 
world peace if the U. S. S. R. were 
to bring its population growth 
somewhere in line with other civ- 
ilized and high standard-of-living 
countries. 


With the greatest cooperation on 
Russia’s part, this would be no 
easy task because advancement i 
level of living in Russia will no 
doubt lower that country’s extreme- 
ly high death rate, and this means 
that her record high birth rate 
would have to be lowered that 
much more. But a program of pop- 
ulation limitation may not appeal 
to a country such as Russia which 
now sits firmly astride two conti- 
nents and has been accused of en- 
tertaining an aggressive ideology. 


Those who are perplexed as to 
what Russia is up to appear to 
have given little attention to her 
very low level of living and her 
rapid expansion of population. 
One may wonder why a nation 
which now occupies such a large 
part of the earth is still trying to 
possess more territory and natural 
resources. However, it has yet to be 
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proved that Russia has adequate 
climate and sufficient good land 
and natural resources to support 
her present huge population at a 
high level of living. 

In any case, at the rate that 
Russia is increasing in population 
she could double her numbers in 
about 30 years. If that rate con- 
tinues it will certainly require more 
good land and natural resources 
to support the people at a high 
level of living. And the Russian 
people are no different from any 
other peoples in that they desire a 
high living standard. 

It will serve no useful purpose 
for world society to try to dodge 
these problems, because as Rus- 
sia’s population rapidly expands 
the problems will become increas- 
ingly difficult to solve. The increas- 
ing pressure is likely to force Rus- 
sia into aggression. 

On the other hand, no country 
likes to be singled out as a possible 
aggressor. Furthermore, a country’s 
population increase has been con- 
sidered purely a domestic concern. 
However, events have repeatedly 
shown that rapidly expanding pop- 
ulations already suffering from eco- 
nomic pressure lead to attempts at 
territorial expansion which soon 
become the business of other na- 
tions, if not the entire world. 


Naturally all nations are con- 
cerned about their security, and of 
course Russia is no exception. The 
only two nations powerful enough 
to threaten Russia’s security are the 
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British and the Americans, and the 
peoples of these nations are not 
expanding rapidly in population. 
In fact, their populations are likely 
to stop increasing in a few decades. 
There is a possibility that if China’s 
and India’s swollen populations 
were to become industrialized and 
militarized, they might threaten 
Russia’s security, and it is possible 
that Russia’s security would be fur- 
thered by a world population pro- 
gram which applied to all nations 
alike. In any case, it is evident that 
the level of living of the Russian 
people, as well as that of China or 
India, could be improved by the 
adoption of a program of popula- 
tion limitation. 


The Americans and the British 
have done a fairly good job of 
bringing their own _ population 
growth under intelligent control, 
but as yet they have failed miser- 
ably in solving the population 
problems in their outlying posses- 
sions such as Puerto Rico, the Phil- 
ippines, Egypt, Jamaica, and India. 
All of those countries have extreme- 
ly low levels of living and are 
practically bursting at the seams as 
far as population increase is con- 
cerned. 


When the United States became 
the guardian of little Puerto Rico 
at the turn of the century that 
island’s people were scarcely in- 
creasing at all. The United States 
did a good job of reducing Puerto 
Rico’s high death rate, but that 
island’s birth rate is as high now 
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as it was 50 years ago, and as a 
consequence economic conditions 
are getting worse notwithstanding 
timely support from the richest 
country in the world. If the United 
States were to withdraw its support, 
Puerto Rico’s population would ex- 
plode, not in war but in internal 
conflict, famine and pestilence. 
The density of population per 
square mile in Puerto Rico is 
nearly 12 times as great as in the 
United States, yet Puerto Rico has 
a birth rate twice as high as that 
of this country. Such conditions are 
hardly consistent with a program of 
freedom from want, and the United 


POPULAIION BULLETIN 


April 1946 


States, notwithstanding all of its 
good intentions, has guided Puerto 
Rico into a very vulnerable condi- 
tion. Or at least we have failed to 
guide her out of such a condition. 

What has happened in Puerto 
Rico and the Philippines also has 
happened in Egypt, Jamaica, and 
India under British rule; and in 
the Dutch East Indies under the 
rule of the Netherlands. For these 
reasons and because such a coun- 
try as Russia might resent sugges- 
tions by Britain and America, a 
world program of population limi- 
tation might better be initiated by 
a world organization. 


Wanted—A Humane Population Program 


The Atlantic Charter and the 
Charter of the United Nations have 
made it clear that the world re- 
volts at having its population lim- 
ited by want and war. 

During the past five years the 
most destructive war in history and 
its accompanying brutality prob- 
ably caused the death of 20 million 
human beings. Yet where war slays 
its millions, want of the necessities 
of healthful living slays its tens of 
millions—even during so-called 
“normal” times. 

Want of the necessities of health- 
ful living—of sufficient quantity 
and quality of food, of sanitary 
conditions, and of proper medical 
care—caused the untimely death of 
between 20 and 30 million human 
beings a year even before World 


War II. This is about as many 
deaths in one “peaceful” year as 
the number of human beings who 
were killed during the five years of 
war. 

One might imagine that such a 
great loss of life would have di- 
minished, or at least checked, world 
population increase. But the rec- 
ords show that the population of 
the earth increased about 200 mil- 
lion from 1930 to 1940. 


A knowledge of world popula- 
tion conditions indicates that no 
programs of industrialization and 
technology can free the peoples of 
the world from war and want un- 
less accompanied by a humane 
world program of population lim- 
itation. Otherwise, if science lowers 
the death rate, the population will 
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increase much as it has done in 
Puerto Rico. 

It has been pointed out a num- 
ber of times in these bulletins that 
if India’s death rate could be low- 
ered to that of the United States, 
with her present birth rate she 
could populate at least five earths 
in a single century. 

While no programs of indus- 
trialization, technology, and social 
welfare can solve the problems of 
war and want, most demographers 
would probably agree with Drs. 
Kingsley Davis and Frank W. Note- 
stein, of the Office of Population 
Research at Princeton University, 
that a program of population lim- 
itation is not likely to succeed un- 
less it is interwoven into a com- 
plete program of modernization. 

From a purely “physical point 
of view,” says Dr. Davis, “birth 
control is easier than death con- 
trol.” But, he reminds us, there 
are many psychological problems 
to be solved—some of which not 
even the American people have 
worked out completely. But no 
doubt we have learned much re- 
cently from our experience in 
Puerto Rico. 

It may be thought that a humane 
world program of population lim- 
itation is impossible. But this ques- 
tion cannot be answered until such 
a program is put before the society 
of nations along with the facts 
which show beyond reasonable 
doubt that the peoples of the world 
cannot be freed from war and want 
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and fear and despotism without 
such a program. 

The feeling against war and 
want as controls of population in- 
crease are now so strong among all 
the nations of the world that a 
humane program of population lim- 
itation coordinated with a compre- 
hensive general program of mod- 
ernization which would foster the 
spread of industrialization, tech- 
nology, and social welfare, would 
be difficult for any nation to vote 
against. 

Practically all of the nations of 
the Western World, including the 
United States, Great Britain, 
France, and the Scandinavian 
countries have already brought 
their population increases under 
control. Germany, Japan, and Italy 
are now practically forced to do 
likewise. China, a member of the 
“big five,” is suffering grievously 
from population pressure, and the 
leaders of new China would no 
doubt welcome such a program. 
This would remove a threat of 
population pressure on Russia. 

Guy Irvine Buscu, 
Editor. 
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